a man came in carrying a young woman in his arms and laid her on my consulting room couch. She was 28 years old and her body was light to carry because it was so wasted. She was in a deep coma and had fulminating oral thrush known in isiZulu as amalonda. She died within fifteen minutes. One such consultation comes to mind. The patient was brought in by his family sitting in a wheelchair. It was as though they had come out of some foreign landscape, having been on a long journey, pushing the wheelchair from agency to agency. The patient's eyes stared out unseeingly. One almost felt that the whites of his cornea were too big. The wasted face, especially the temples above and below the cheek bones accentuated the sunken eyes, which then looked slowly downwards, lifting occasionally to somehow seek help from some unseen presence in the room. The mother sat hesitantly down and I sensed her need to speak and her personal journey of suffering. The patient's sister was a peripheral figure standing mute in the background. One could sense the invisible presence of other significant persons, who had been left at home to await reports of our deliberations.
The brother, the carrier of the family's story, stood behind the wheelchair. The patient picked weakly at the blanket over his knees and spilt some words, which fell down onto the floor.
His mouth was dry and cracked. The mother and sister looked away.
It was as though we, all of us, had no one to turn to. More words fell onto the floor. The brother spoke.
A child was coughing somewhere in the waiting room outside, drawing time urgently into the present. There was a story. The last port of call consultation
